The Renaissance has long been associated with 'encyclopedism' primarily for two different reasons which are not directly related to one another. On the hand the term was first coined in the late fifteenth century, though without many of connotations we associate 
The 'encyclopedia' and encyclopedism in the Renaissance
The term 'encyclopedia' was coined in the late fifteenth century by humanists convinced that they were reviving an ancient Greek term, 'enkuklopaideia', designating the circle of learning.
1 Angelo Poliziano and Guillaume Budé were among the first to use the term in Greek and in Latin, to emphasize the value of a humanist education that embraced all the disciplines in their interconnections. Equivalent terms first appeared in French and English in the early 1530s. 2 Careful philological work in the twentieth century has concluded that the term never existed as such in antiquity but resulted from a corruption of the Greek 'enkuklios paideia' which meant general culture or common education.
Debunking the etymology takes nothing away from its historical force. 'Encyclopedia' was used regularly in the Renaissance to designate the links between the disciplines, with an emphasis on their connection to one another and of each of them to one central discipline (usually rhetoric and/or ethics), following the metaphor of the circle. 3 As recently as 1985
the Britannica included, in addition to Micropaedia and Macropaedia, a volume called the Propaedia which proclaimed the descendance of the encyclopedic genre from an ancient term for the circle of learning and offered a circular depiction of the interconnections between the disciplines today (which was a favorite theme of the editor Mortimer Adler). 4 But the modern notion of encyclopedism does not emphasize the theoretical classification of the disciplines --witness the oblivion into which the Propaedia fell (not even mentioned in the EB on-line), probably as soon as it was published. Instead encyclopedism in modern parlance emphasizes rather the accumulation of information across a broad array of topics and disciplines, for which the Renaissance is rightly famous.
Interest in the theory of classification of the disciplines, while well represented in the Renaissance, was not unique to it, given the medieval treatises also devoted to the question. 5 Instead what historians have generally emphasized as distinctive of Renaissance encyclopedism is the increased range and size of Renaissance treatments of all kinds of topics, from bibliographies to natural histories to cabinets of curiosities, from encyclopedic poetry and fiction (du Bartas or Cervantes) to encyclopedic treatises on particular topics like cosmography or agriculture. 6 This heaping impulse was also central to the explosion in the number and size of what I call 'reference works' (most centrally: dictionaries, florilegia, and commonplace books) which I have tried to track and explain elsewhere, and to the accumulation of manuscript notes which provided the raw material from which most large books were produced. Consider for example the growth of the dominant printed florilegium, the Polyanthea of Domenico Nani Mirabelli, which started at 430,000 words in 1503 (while the largest medieval florilegia weighed in around 1/10 th of that) and grew to 2.5 million words by the early 17 th century; or the career of the Theatrum humanae vitae of Theodore Zwinger, a systematically arranged commonplace books with elaborate alpahbetical and systematic finding devices, which started at 1.8 million words in 1565 and fostered a sequel, the Magnum Theatrum humanae vitae, which was the largest compilation of its time at 10 million words (7600 folio pages bound in 8 volumes), printed in 5 editions from 1631 to 1707. Personal collections of notes reached massive proportions too, the record being attributed to a German professor of Mathematics and Natural Philosophy, Joachim Jungius (1587-1657): the 45,000 pages of his notes which survive are estimated to represent only one third of the collection he had amassed at his death. 7 Early modernists, including myself, have often pointed to three main sources to explain this new scale of accumulation in the Renaissance: the discovery of new worlds, the recovery of ancient texts, and the proliferation of printed books. 8 For example Brian Ogilvie has traced the explosion in the number of known plant species, from the 500 discussed in antiquity by Dioscorides and which represented the height of botanical learning in 1550 to the 6000 plant species listed by Caspar Bauhin in his Pinax theatri botanici (1623). 9 Similarly, I can track the growth in the number of excerpts from ancient and modern authors cited in early modern florilegia, as the sayings of poets, philosophers, and orators were added onto the traditional authorities of Bible and church fathers. Finally, printing made the sources from which to accumulate more readily available, including travel reports and humanist editions but also the compilations of exerpts and summaries of all kinds which facilitated further cycles of compilation.
Certainly printing facilitated encyclopedism by making it less expensive to produce books, including large ones, and by increasing the number of books available to excerpt from, and Renaissance discoveries of ancient texts and distant places also offered new material to sort and store. But the decisive novelty behind Renaissance encyclopedism, I
argue, was not the new discoveries of texts or species, but rather the new level of care devoted to recording, saving and managing information about familiar places and authors as well as new ones. Ogilvie points out for example that new world plant specimens were not what drove the botanical explosion--instead it was the Renaissance naturalists' desire to describe plants with careful attention to detail that made them newly aware of vast numbers of unidentified plants mostly in old places--in Europe's own backyards (including Eastern and Northern Europe) and long-known exotic locations like the Levant. 10 In my work focused on textual compilations I have come to a similar observation: it was not the newly recovered ancient texts (Lucretius or Sextus Empiricus) which boosted the size of ever-larger compilations, but rather long-familiar ancient authors central to humanist education (Ovid, Horace, Cicero) and a variety of recent authors and compilations generated by reflexion on the classics (e.g. Petrarch or the emblems of Alciati and Camerarius).
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Neither printing nor new materials to study explain why the learned were willing to invest so much effort and money in amassing large collections of textual information in their manuscript notes and printed books. Underlying the learned reaction to all this input was the most important causal factor of all: a cultural impulse that sought to gather and manage as much information as possible. This info-lust was manifest not only in the explosion of textual compilations in manuscript and in print, but also in the contemporary attention to collecting objects of many kinds, from naturalia to coins and works of art. 12 The abundant note-takers and compilers who produced encyclopedic works articulated a new enthusiasm for attending to every book and every discipline in the search for potentially useful information. The reasons behind this attitude were no doubt complex, but I will focus on how the compilers articulated their motivations. Renaissance compilers often mentioned that they hoped to safeguard all the material they collected against a repetition of the traumatic loss of ancient learning of which they were keenly aware. Many also saw their work as a contribution to the public good which benefitted from catering to as many different themes and interests as possible.
Pliny's principle: 'no book so bad…'
One expression that appears with variations as a refrain among the encyclopedically inclined in the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries seems to me worth analyzing more closely as an entry into the intellectual motivations for encyclopedism. In one of his letters Pliny the Younger reported of his uncle, the author of the Natural history (one of the few ancient 'encyclopedias') that Pliny the Elder 'used to say that there is no book so bad that some good cannot be got from it'. 13 The same passage also reports how Pliny read and was read to at all times, while eating, bathing or travelling, as if he indeed meant to leave no book unread. Pliny took abundant notes too, whether directly himself or by dictating to a slave or servant, and bequeathed to his nephew 166 rolls of papyrus written on both sides in a small hand, after declining to sell his notes when someone offered him the hefty sum of 400,000 sesterces for them. 14 The texts of both Plinys were available during the Middle
Ages, but became the object of careful philological analysis by humanists who sorted out the difference between the two authors and were concerned to identify accurately the various species described in the Natural history. Pliny was the model encyclopedist for many a The ideal of exhaustivity was more difficult and problematic to carry out when pursued with real books rather than just bibliographical references. But in his Advis pour dresser une bibliothèque (1627), one of the first advice books on the topic, Gabriel Naudé generally advocated Gesner's principle of exhaustive collecting. Naudé maintained that 'a library that is erected for the public benefit ought to be Universal'. A librarian with the public good in mind should not follow his personal preferences in buying books. Alluding to Pliny, Naudé observed that there is 'no book so bad or decried that it will never be asked for.
Mere baubles may become future rarities'. Naudé remarked (as Gesner had) on the changing valuation of books in different times. He also explicitly recommended collecting heretical books and books 'which teach nothing but vain and unprofitable things' (such as cabbala and artificial memory), which he reviled more thoroughly than heretical ones. served a purpose according to the plan of a benevolent God.
In the same milieu in which Naudé moved in early seventeenth-century Paris (among those whom René Pintard called 'learned libertines') the minim Marin Mersenne also invoked natural theological arguments in a variant on Pliny's principle. 19 To justify his study of such a lowly subject as the organ (in one of the first treatises on musical instruments), Mersenne observed: 'there is nothing so base and vile in nature or the arts that it is not worthy of consideration'. 20 The occasion was anodine--a standard apologetics for a new topic--but Mersenne's allusion to Pliny's principle, like Naudé's, extended natural theological arguments about the divinely created natural world to the world of human invention. By lumping together 'nature and the arts' Mersenne ignored the potential for significant differences between nature which was divinely ordained and the arts developed by humans. While it might be clear that there is nothing useless in the divine plan it is rather less clear that this would be true of human inventions, but
Mersenne took for granted the grounds for the analogy. Zwinger also alluded to plants to forestall the criticism that his vast collection harbored too many items that were useless:
The Italians like Italian [examples], the Germans German ones, the Scythians Scythian ones. Since we attended to the advantages of everyone, we had to collect examples of every kind. Examples which you may reject as exotic will please another most. Similarly, do not pick from a public field plants which will benefit another, even if they are not pleasing to you: unless perhaps you think that all the others were grown just for you. In describing his working habits Gassendi offered an explanation of why Peiresc was 'most diligent' in recording 'any notable thing came into his mind, or was suggested by some other or observed in reading': because he could 'never endure that the least invention or observation of any man should be lost, being alwayes in hopes that either himself, or some other, would be advantaged thereby'. Therefore 'he wrote things down in his memorials because he then judged they were out of danger of being forgotten'. 35 In this case the fear of loss and the conviction that every observation or thought was worth retaining both motivated Peiresc's obsessive stockpiling of information, gathered from his reading and experience, from his collections of medals and antiquities, and from the oral and written reports of others in letters and conversation.
The fear of loss, heightened by the keen awareness of the loss of ancient learning, was no doubt one factor motivating encyclopedic stockpiling, even into the eighteenth century. Diderot advertised his Encyclopédie as sufficient to restore learning if a great loss of other learning should occur. Pliny's principle of 'no book so bad', which was often equated with the natural theological principle that apparently bad or useless species in nature served a higher purpose, was also used as an argument to motivate or at least justify encyclopedism. Other causal factors likely included commerical printing, with its imperative to sell as many copies of a book as possible: a bigger book with more diverse content could be expected to appeal to more readers and sell better; hence the regular boasts on title pages that each compilation was 'bigger and better' than earlier ones (even when the claims were false). 36 I would venture that new motivations for reading also allowed for a broader range of acceptable reading material. Lucretius for example was valued as a model of Latin poetry and style and a source of unusual vocabulary in the sixteenth century, though his philosophical message was universally reviled. 37 While medieval florilegia invariably selected passages for moral edification, Renaissance commonplace books could select passages for their rhetorical or historical value (as in Zwinger who claimed that readers would derive good principles from bad examples). I certainly would not claim that reading books in parts was unique to the Renaissance which produced bigger and better florilegia in direct continuity with medieval models in the genre, but whereas medieval florilegia rarely strayed from a narrow canon of Christian and philosophical authorities, Renaissance florilegia included many less authoritative sources--poets, emblems, fables and recent authors--as they expanded in almost every edition. 38 One printer of a much-enlarged edition of Nani's Polyanthea of 1585 emphasized that he selected only the good bits from his sources (subtext: even if they were not so authoritative), for 'as Pliny rightly said, there is no book which is not useful in some part'. In transmitting the useful parts from books ancient and modern for the greater good of society and posterity, his florilegium offered 'a pleasant and easy synopsis of all the sciences and disciplines, which will take you safely whether someone is looking for philosophy or medicine or theology or law'. 39 The principle of selective reading combined with multiple criteria of utility for diverse readers further helped to authorize a more varied and broader collection of books.
The association of 'encyclopedia' with encyclopedism
Until 1630 only a handful of works featured 'encyclopedia' in their title and none were clearly encyclopedic. Some of these works are best understood as philosophical treatises on the relationships between the disciplines and referred to the first meaning of the new term in the sixteenth century. Joachim Ringelberg's Lucubrationes vel potius absolutissima kyklopaideia (1538) and Paul Scalich's Encyclopediae sive orbis disciplinarum ... epistemon (1559), for example, were short treatises meant to be read through (no indexes or even division into chapters) and to move the reader toward a particular philosophical stance (in Scalich's case, for example, a neoplatonic vision of the sciences as mysteries infused by God in men). 40 On the other hand, some works which used '(en)cyclopedia' as a subtitle were pedagogical and invited consultation. Among them, a 1583 edition of the Margarita philosophica first published in 1503 by the Carthusian monk Gregor Reisch (d. 1525) was subtitled 'most perfect cyclopaedia of all the disciplines'.
Printed in a 600-page quarto, the Margarita ('Pearl') presented a compendium of each of the liberal arts and of natural and moral philosophy, with a subsection on the mechanical arts, in a total of twelve books. 41 The Margarita was equipped from the outset with an alphabetical index, 'encyclopedia' appeared in more works that offered coverage, both on specialized topics and with a broad pedagogical spread. 52 The specialized encyclopedias especially signaled that 'encyclopedia' designated bulk of knowledge rather than the interconnectedness of all disciplines. Alsted's Encyclopedia also triggered the coining of the term 'encyclopedist', by which John Evelyn referred to Alsted in 1651. In 1681 Christian Liberius, author of an advice book about books, seeking to deny any accusation of having relied on compendia himself, referred to a number of the authors of reference books (including Zwinger, Rhodiginus, Alsted and Beyerlinck) as 'encyclopedists'. 53 Starting in the late eighteenth century, 'encyclopedist' designated more specifically the authors of the collaborative work known as Diderot's Encyclopédie. 54 The quest for the early modern encyclopedia is plagued by the lack of a clear equivalent to our modern category before the eighteenth century, but also by the many distinct strands which even contemporaries identified as part of an encyclopedic project.
Authors of encyclopedic works were torn between addressing theoretical issues about the proper hierarchy of the disciplines and the practical difficulties of making available large quantities of information. Alsted inaugurated the 'encyclopedia' as the title of a large reference work, but the systematically arranged compilation of textbook material which he offered as an encyclopedia remained without direct imitators. Instead, the proven commercial success of the alphabetical dictionary in the seventeenth century and the convenience of alphabetical order both for users interested in consultation and for compilers with few philosophical pretensions help to explain the rise of the dictionary of arts and The tensions in the early modern term 'encyclopedia', which could designate both a classification of the disciplines or a bulk of useful information, did not disappear as the modern genre of the encyclopedia solidified. Chambers boasted that his Cyclopaedia could be read through, starting with long, well-organized articles and moving on through crossreferences to build knowledge of a whole discipline. 55 In his preliminary discourse to the 
